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Abstract 
This study applies a multimodal analysis from a social semiotic perspective to investigate how visual and verbal discourses 
interact to represent gender identity in a national (ILI) ELT textbook dialogue. Implementing Halliday’s (1994) framework and 
Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (2006) reading images model, contact, social distance, attitude, and narrative representation were 
examined in visual and verbal panel of a dialogue. Results indicated visual and verbal discourses highly support each other to 
depict gender identity; however, some complementary interactions were detected. Attention to multimodal issues, awareness of 
critical views and uncovering the underlying represented ideologies are the implications. 
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1. Introduction  
By the advent of technology and ease of creating and implementing images, multimodal texts increasingly 
appeared in mass media and raised a predicament for sign analysts who have long been engaging in decoding 
verbal signs. Hence, this multimodality entails development of a semiotic grammar applicable and sensitive to 
both visual and verbal discourse and interactions between the texts and with the reader (Macken-Horarik, 2004). 
This need was fulfilled by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), among others. They proposed the use of social 
semiotics in reading images (2006) based on systemic functional linguistics. The authors believe that reading 
images and linguistic texts are similar because they are both ‘representations of social identities, social realities 
and social relations’ (Kamler, 2001, cited in Ndlangamandla, 2006, p. 15).  
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Moreover, visual and verbal signs as two different modes of semiotics are not free of the sign maker’s ideology 
and intentions. Ideologies or hidden agendas have long been manipulated by the dominant powers through history 
and within different cultures and societies. Furthermore, gender issues have long been the focus of attention and 
sparked a lot of research in social studies. Thus, this qualitative study wishes to investigate how visual and verbal 
panels interact to represent gender identity in an ILI textbook dialogue. 
2. Statement of the problem  
By the emergence of CLT, and focusing more on language interaction than lexical and grammatical items in 
isolation, EFL/ESL textbooks have gone under a change and got a central role in language teaching (Richards, 
2006). Dialogues take a more important role in language teaching and multimodality got a way into textbooks 
(Macken-Horarik, 2004). As mentioned before, no sign is arbitrarily chosen. It rather reflects the signmaker’s 
interests (Pierce, 1931-58). Thus, it is important to make students and teachers aware of textbook contents and 
hidden ideologies. To reach this goal, this research offers a framework to discover gender identity that characters 
take in a dialogue in interaction with each other and raise students and teachers’ awareness of identity issues in 
learning and teaching language.  
3. Research questions  
This current research is framed by the following questions: 
1. What are the representations of gender identity found in visual and verbal discourse of a dialogue in an ILI 
textbook dialogue? 
2. How does visual and verbal discourse interact to reflect gender identity? 
 
4. Data analysis 
 
Analyzing the visual and verbal discourses of the ILI dialogue from the social semiotic perspective, the study 
tends to find the ways the agents are  represented in it. Thus, one dialogue from ILI textbooks was selected which 
carries a clear concept. Halliday’s framework (1994) and Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) reading images’ model 
were applied to verbal and visual discourse, respectively. Halliday’s main focus was on verbal language. The use of 
social semiotics in reading images has also been proposed by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006). The texts are analyzed 
to show the representation of gender mainly through the following properties: contact, social distance, attitude, and 
narrative representation.  
 
4.1 Multimodal analysis of ILI image  
 
Figure 1 depicts a couple who are at a travel agency. They are planning for a trip. There are 4 strips describing the 
story. All of them will be discussed based on the items mentioned above. 
 
4.1.1 Contact  
 
Contact determines the type of relation between the viewer and the participants. There are two kinds of contact 
based on Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) model. Participants either demand attention from the viewer or offer 
information to the viewer. In an image in which the participant is gazing at the viewer directly, he/she/it is 
demanding or simply asking the viewer for a reaction. On the other hand, in the offer image, the participant gazes 
away from the viewer. In such a case the participant is offered as an object for the viewer’s thorough investigation. 
Considering the kind of gaze in visual discourse, there is no direct gaze towards the viewer. All are the subjects of 
scrutiny for the viewer. It is, however, justifiable because ELT textbooks are produced for educational purposes and 
close and personal relations in which students engage emotionally are not included.  
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Fig. 1. ILI image. 
 
 
Gaze is searched in verbal discourse through the speech acts. Based on Halliday (1994), speech acts are divided 
into 4 basic speech acts: statements, questions, commands, and offers. Considering the speech acts in verbal 
discourse, statements (6) outnumber the questions (3) and commands (1). Thus, the participants give or offer more 
information than they demand which is compatible with the offering nature of image. 
 
4.1.2 Social distance  
 
Another criterion is social distance. “Social distance is the distance from which people, places and things are 
shown and creates a visual correlate of physical proximity in everyday interactions.” (Macken-Horarik, 2004. p. 14) 
Social distance can be detected through the size of the frame. At very close shot, only head or face can be seen. At 
close shot, heads and shoulders are included. At medium close, participants are shown from waist up. At medium 
shot, we can see the participants from knee up. At medium long, we can see the whole figure and at long shot the 
whole figure with the space around can be seen (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006). The social distance between the 
represented and interactive participants can be categorized as medium close. These social distances between 
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represented participants and represented and interactive participants can be interpreted to be appropriate because no 
close relationship is between the travel agent and clients. They are only doing some business; thus, the far personal 
and social distance is acceptable. Moreover, the clients seem to be couple thus it is justifiable to keep close personal 
distance between them. However, viewers are located not close and not too much away from the participants again 
asserting the social style of conversation. 
 
Social distance is realized in language through 3 basic formality of style (Kress and Van Leeuwen, 2006).  In 
personal style, the language is implicit and context dependent. More informal and colloquial expressions are in the 
language. In social style, language is more standard in terms of syntax and lexis through which the business is 
conducted. Also, it is more explicit. Fewer slangs and informal speech are used. Public style of language is 
articulated more formally and consciously. It is also more explicit than social style. Based on the framework, social 
style of speech can be discovered in the verbal discourse: 
 
- The use of modal verbs such as ‘would’ for asking or offering something politely: 
“What would you recommend?” 
“I guess you’d better go on a package tour.” 
“We’d like to make a reservation then.” 
 
- Refusing to give a direct suggestions or orders:  
“I guess you’d better go on a package tour.” 
“Here are the forms to fill out.” 
 
- Lack of any colloquial expressions or words 
 
4.1.3 Attitude  
 
Beside frame size and distance, participants are also shown from two different dimensions: vertical and 
horizontal. Based on Kress and Van Leeuwen’s model (2006) vertical dimension indicates ‘power relation’ and 
includes 3 basic ‘low-angle’, ‘high-angle’, and ‘eye-level’ shots. In low angle shot, the participant is shown from 
below indicating the power of participant over the viewer. In the high angle shot the participant is shown from above 
indicating the power of viewer over the participant. In eye-level angle both viewer and the participant are set in the 
same level pointing equality. Horizontal dimension also explains the degree of involvement and includes frontal and 
oblique dimension (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2006). Viewers are considered to be more involved with participants 
presented frontally. Considering the vertical angle, the participants are depicted rather from below. However, it is 
not so much significant in the first one. It is more notable in the last 3 ones. Although as the main leading characters 
in dialogues are males and woman is deleted from the second and third images, it can be implied males are 
attempted to be illustrated as powerful participants.  Considering the horizontal attitude, all participants are depicted 
obliquely. 
 
Discursive analysis of attitude was first proposed by the work done within Sydney School in the domain of 
appraisal system. Within appraisal system horizontal attitude is analyzed through value. For value 3 subcategories of 
‘affect’, ‘judgment’ and ‘appreciation’ are under the system of appraisal:  
 
Within attitude there are three major subsystems: affect (to do with emotional responses and 
desires); judgement (to do with ethical evaluations of behaviour); and appreciation (to do with the 
aesthetic dimensions of experience). (Macken-Horarik, 2004, p. 17) 
 
Although expressions of emotional impulses and desires bring about intimacy with the reader, statement of one’s 
judgment or appreciation form hierarchies (Macken-Horarik, 2004). Thus, it is expected viewers involve more with 
participants who express their personal emotional responses or impulses and less with subjects who concern 
judgment and appreciation. In order to investigate the verbal discourse vertically, the system of theme and focus was 
applied (Halliday, 1994). Theme is the point of the author’s departure on the message which happens to come at the 
first position in a declarative clause or in other words take the role of a subject. And focus shows the speaker-
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oriented prominence and happens at the end of the clause and is called new. Through the dialogue, while different 
power exchanges have occurred males represent themselves mostly in the theme except once.  
 
“We are planning a vacation in Mexico for five days.” 
 “I guess you’d better go on a package tour.” 
 “We would like to make a reservation then.” 
 
The power exchanges between the travel agent and the male client also deviates. The client put himself mostly in 
the theme except in one statement in which he represents himself in the rheme.  
 
“How much does it cost for two of us?” 
And he positions the travel agent in the rheme: 
“What would you recommend?” 
 
In the verbal discourse, also, appreciation and affection can be discovered.  
It’s cheaper. (appreciation) 
Sound like fun. (appreciation) 
We’d like to make a reservation then. (affection) 
 
As you see not too many emotional responses are available in the dialogue. Appreciation, as we mentioned before, 
brings a hierarchical relation between the represented and interactive participants which leads to detachment. Such 
horizontal attitude is completely compatible with kind of gaze, social distance, and vertical attitude within the 
discourse and asserts each other’s nature. 
 
4.1.4 Narrative representation 
 
Actions in visual discourse are represented by vectors among elements or represented participants. Depending on 
the number and kind of participants and vectors, different narrative processes can be distinguished: action process 
(the one through which the participant emanates a vector), reactional process (the one identified by the vector of a 
look or glance direction of the reactor), mental process (the one formed by the thought or dialogue balloons emanate 
from the participants). Investigating the narrative representation in visual discourse, only vectors are between travel 
agent and male client through their gaze. No bilateral vectors can be discovered between female and male 
participants. Only female is gazing directly at the travel agent while he is looking and talking to the male client.  
Men are interactors because it is not clear who is speaking and who is listening. It seems they are interacting 
simultaneously. Also, they are reactors. However, female only holds the role of reactor looking at the travel agent. 
Males keep their roles, reactors and interactors, through the next 2 images. In the last image, female still is the mere 
reactor while the travel agent is the actor or doer of an action (giving forms) and the male client is the beneficiary or 
goal (receiving the forms). Moreover, males still are interactors while passing the forms.  
 
Based on Transitivity System of Halliday (1994), there are 3 major (material, mental, relational) types of process.  
The investigation of the narrative representation based on Halliday’s (1994) model in verbal discourse indicates 
although the male client does ignore his wife, he uses the plural subject we to lesson such connotation. The males 
assign themselves the roles of actor, sensor, and circumstance. 
 
We (actor) are planning a vacation in Mexico for five days. (Material process) 
I (senser) guess you’d better go on a package tour. (Cognitive mental process) 
How much does it cost for two of us (circumstance)? 
We (senser)’d like to make a reservation then. (Desiderative mental process) 
 
In sum, the participants are most concerned with reacting, interacting and sensing and less involved with acting. 
They are also represented as circumstance and goal. 
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5. Results and discussions 
 
Every kind of signs can be used ideologically to represent specific meanings and power relations (Kress and Van 
Leeuwen, 2006). One of the most prominent sources which establish such power relations is media such as 
advertisements, newspaper, etc. ELT textbooks are identified as powerful means of media because they are widely 
used by people of a specific region or country. Thus, the present study attempted to expound how to realize gender 
identity in ELT textbooks as multimodal media, because gender identity has a very close reflection in society. When 
one sex is shown inferior to the other one in media, they are realized in the same way in real life (Tajeddin and 
Janebi Enayat, 2010). Hence, they are worth being evaluated to discover the hidden agendas. 
 
The analysis of visual discourse was done based on Kress and Van Leeuven (2006) reading images’ framework. 
Data analysis indicated males are more visible, depicted as new information and focus of attention and active doers 
while female is invisible and underrepresented. Although the result is not generalizable to the whole ILI Textbooks, 
it is compatible with previous studies which attempted to investigate gender representation in ELT textbooks 
(Amini, 2012; Ansary & Babaii, 2003; Dominguez, 2003; Giaschi, 2000; Paivandi, 2008; Stockdale, 2006). Amini 
(2012) found out females are less visible in comparison with males in 2010-11 Iranian English textbooks for the 
second and third grades of high school. Porreca (1984) mentioned females are not presented as often as males to 
show their presence and their achievements not that much important. The result also was partly in line with Tajeddin 
and Janebi Enayat’s study (2010). They concluded in ILI textbooks males are illustrated more powerful, actors, 
breadwinners, and socially important while females are passive and socially inferior to males. 
 
 Moreover, it was revealed ILI visual and verbal discourse highly supports each other. The results were in line with 
Knox’s (2007) research. He found important similarities in the visual–verbal structure of news stories. He concluded 
there has been a tendency towards greater consistency in the visual–verbal design of news to distribute ‘the labour 
among modalities (verbal and visual) and functions (interpersonal, representational and organizational)’ (p. 46).  
 
 Nonetheless, occasional complementary interactions of visual and verbal discourse were detected in the results 
which supported What Macken-Horarik (2004) believed: 
 
If the image is primary, and it certainly is the verbal discourse offers a commentary on the image, 
creating a third semantic domain – greater than the sum of the parts.(ibid, p. 23) 
 
 Also, it confirmed Barthes’s (1977) statements. He believed texts and images stand in a complementary 
relationship, the unity of which is realized at a higher level.  Thus a complete comprehension of both aspects of the 
multimodal text is needed to ‘be sensitive to points of overlap, points of difference, and points of direct 
juxtapositions in each mode’ (Macken-Horarik, 2004, p. 23). 
 
6. Implications of the study 
 
 Multimodal texts have got a central role in our daily life as we constantly deal with them while we read 
newspaper, watch TV, etc. This multimodality has also entered into the school curriculum, too, which students and 
teachers face every day. This study provided some practical guidelines for teachers and students to understand how 
to discover the hidden agendas within the multimodal texts and suggests structuring principles which are crucial to 
students’ literacy practices in school education. However, participants specifically language learners may produce 
different reactions, they may accept, resist or even scold it. Thus attempt should be made to raise awareness and 
transfer such information carefully and elegantly. Based on the present framework, teachers and students should be 
educated to read between the lines and take critical eyes towards any visual or textual discourse. This framework or 
any similar practical one can be introduced in institute workshops both for naive and experienced teachers or it can 
be taken out to a larger scale and presented for curriculum and textbooks designers and publishers to disseminate an 
equal perception of gender identity in EFL textbooks.  
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